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March 2, 2018 

RE: Retaining Ed Behrens as Principal at San Marcos High School 

Dear SBUSD School Board, 

As you know, after 20 years of exemplary leadership as San Marcos High School’s 
Assistant Principal and Principal, Ed Behrens has been informed by Superintendent Matsuoka 
that he will be demoted from his position as Principal and be offered a position as a social studies 
teacher with an approximate 40% cut in pay effective June 30, 2018.  The SMHS community is 
stunned and outraged by this abrupt and shameful decision.  Thousands of involved parents, 
students and community leaders passionately oppose this harmful move and are galvanized and 
ready to fight to keep Ed as the leader at SMHS. Before this becomes a more public battle, we 
request that you review the information enclosed, reconsider the Superintendent’s proposal and 
come up with a fast path to properly reinstate Ed as the principal of SMHS. 

Ed Behrens has been a respected and successful administrator for San Marcos High 
School for over 20 years. Both current and former students attest to the impact he’s had on their 
academic lives.  Ed is loved by staff and families alike, by community members of all ethnicities 
and backgrounds. He is indeed an asset to the community and the community will suffer if he is 
removed from his position.  Superintendent Matsuoka has ignored Ed’s accomplishments and his 
right to respond to baseless assertions regarding his alleged lack of leadership and failure to 
adhere to district policy. Ed deserves better. 

More importantly, the community deserves better. Thousands are outraged, not only that 
they will lose their principal but also at the perceived recklessness demonstrated by 
Superintendent Matsuoka in this action.  Should this reassignment go ahead, the community’s 
trust in its school district management will not soon be restored.  

This letter will outline the laudable accomplishments Ed has achieved as principal of 
SMHS; highlight Ed’s actions in protecting the school and addressing any threat during the 
online chat incident that occurred on January 19, 2018; and shed light on the unjustified claims 
and decisions made by Superintendent Cary Matsuoka in proposing this reassignment.   We look 
to the Board now for an impartial review of Ed’s career and the recent events, and hope that you 
will act in the community’s best interest and deny Mr. Matsuoka’s request to reassign Ed 
Behrens.  

The District Cannot Afford to Lose Such A Committed and Accomplished Administrator  

San Marcos High School has experienced an incredible transformation since Ed took the 
helm.  His strategic vision and tireless efforts to build strong relationships and create successes 
across all communities at the school has created widespread support of teachers and staff at San 
Marcos.  Ed applied to become Principal in 2011 largely due to encouragement from the San 
Marcos faculty.  

Ed pours his heart into the SMHS community and has created an outstanding, inclusive 
culture focused on academic success, personal growth and community involvement.  The 
programs created or introduced by Ed since 2011 help to ensure all students realize such success 
while at SMHS, including: 
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• Program for Effective Access to College (PEAC), co-created in partnership with La 
Cumbre Junior High Principal Jo Ann Caines in 2011; 

• AAPLE Academy, founded in 2011; 
• Entrepreneurship Academy, founded in 2013; 
• Academy for Success, introduced in 2014; 
• Attitude, Harmony, Achievement (AHA), introduced in 2014; 
• Culinary Program, founded in 2014; and 
• Computer Science Program, founded in 2015 

It is through programs like AVID and PEAC that San Marcos has seen an overall 
decrease in the number of students classified as English Learners under Ed’s leadership from 
20.3% in 2012 to 12.7% currently. Ed has created a thriving, diverse school culture at SMHS, 
attracting families from all over Santa Barbara. Under Ed’s leadership, the trend of inter-district 
transfers away from San Marcos diminished significantly, and enrollment increased steadily 
from 1,858 in 2012 to 2,192 in 2017, across all ethnicities. 

During his tenure as Principal, San Marcos has brought home 20 California 
Interscholastic Federation (CIF) Academic Championships since 2011, celebrating the highest 
GPA among all sports teams in CIF Southern Section (approx. 600 schools), and including a 
record 7 CIF Academic Champions in 2015.  In 2015, all 22 San Marcos athletic teams had 
greater than a 3.0 GPA, making SMHS the highest-rated public high school in the Southern 
Section over the previous six years for student athletes’ GPA. 

Ed also has provided the vision and leadership to establish the Royal Pride Foundation 
with a mission to “provide strategic guidance and funding for projects that will support all 
students and further drive San Marcos High School to excellence in academics, extracurricular 
pursuits, and facilities.” The Royal Pride Foundation has raised over $3,000,000 since 2013, with 
a focus on student services and capital improvements. 

SMHS was awarded one of the first ever prestigious Gold Ribbon Awards in 2015 by the 
California Department of Education for the creation of the PEAC Program.  In 2016, SMHS was 
awarded a 6-year Western Association of Schools (WASC) accreditation, the longest achievable 
accreditation. “This accreditation means that WASC determined there is compelling evidence 
that the school needs little, if any, additional support for high-quality student learning and the 
implementation, monitoring, and accomplishment of the schoolwide action plan, which includes 
the identified critical areas for follow-up.”  

 Principal Ed Behrens has proven his ability and commitment to the students of San 
Marcos High School through years of focusing on academic achievement, community outreach, 
and building a diverse and welcoming school community.  The Board would make an enormous 
mistake by losing Ed.   

 Response to the January 19, 2018 Online Incident 

As you know, SMHS administrators were made aware of a possible threat made towards 
a small number of female students in the district by a small group of students in a private online 
chat room on January 19, 2018.  The school district has no established protocol for such a 
situation, but Ed and his administrative team took swift and proper action.  Assistant 
Superintendent Frann Wageneck and the County Sheriff’s Office were contacted within one hour 
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of the first report.  Witnesses were interviewed by the Sherriff’s Office and it was quickly 
determined that there was no imminent or credible threat. The families of those targeted and 
involved were contacted and appropriate disciplinary action was taken. Ed’s highest priority was 
the safety of SMHS students.   

During a meeting with parents of the targeted girls conducted by Assistant Wageneck on 
January 24, 2018, the parents learned that the district had no threat management and 
communication plan to handle such cyber threats.  These parents were stunned and outraged over 
the district’s lack of preparation, and word quickly spread.  This boiled over at a subsequent 
community meeting conducted by Superintendent Matsuoka, where Mr. Matsuoka was visibly 
embarrassed and offered only apologies for the district’s failures.  Ed is being made the 
scapegoat for the embarrassment brought upon Superintendent Matsuoka and Assistant 
Wageneck.  This cannot stand.  

 Senior District personnel were involved from the very beginning and throughout, yet Ed 
was reprimanded for poor leadership and inadequate communication with no consideration given 
to the role District personnel played in communications. Assistant Wageneck was contacted 
immediately and oversaw the threat response, and it was Ms. Wageneck who enflamed parent 
frustration during the parent meeting on January 24.   

 As Mr. Matsuoka stated, “the social media space is really hard for a school leader.”  
Navigating the complicated considerations of privacy and formal investigation while 
communicating with the greater community, all while the event was still unfolding was not 
obvious.  Even in hindsight, it is unclear what decisions would have resulted in a less disruptive 
outcome.   

District and Board communications before and immediately after this incident clearly 
show the Superintendent lacked a well-defined policy for handling this incident. Administrators 
in the district received no prior training or guidance.  Not until two weeks following the incident 
did Superintendent Matsuoka begin to formulate the framework for a future plan addressing 
student safety.  This despite a similar cyber-threat incident occurring in the District in November 
2015.  Punishing Ed for the District’s lack of preparation is unconscionable. 

It is clear why this incident triggered concern among the community.  However, the 
ongoing uproar stems from a small group of parents and community action groups fighting larger 
societal issues that our school and district are only partially equipped to help address.  Ed and his 
team were rightfully focused on ensuring the immediate safety of the school and the surrounding 
community, and they were successful.   

We implore the Board to read between the lines with regards to Superintendent 
Matsuoka’s reprimand and demotion of Principal Ed Behrens.  Ed is a true asset to the 
community, he acted as well as he could during this difficult situation and he ensured the 
students of San Marcos High, and the greater district, were safe.  Rather than jettisoning Ed to 
save face, Superintendent Matsuoka, Assistant Wageneck, and the Board should work together 
with well-seasoned and respected school administrators to construct safer policies and protocols 
going forward.    

Ed Behrens’ Reassignment Process is Unfair; He Deserves Better 
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Ed received a largely positive annual evaluation on June 30, 2017 for the 2016-2017 
school year.  However, directly on the heels of the online incident and the inability of 
Superintendent Matsuoka to abate parent frustration, Ed received a “Letter of Reprimand” from 
the district on February 7, 2018 concerning the response to the possible online threat.  The letter 
was highly critical, placing much of blame on Ed for the frustration and disillusionment 
expressed by district parents.   

The reprimand letter made no reference to demotion or reassignment and granted Ed ten 
days to respond.  However, Mr. Matsuoka prepared Ed’s notice of reassignment to social studies 
teacher only five days later on February 12, 2018, though it was not immediately sent. 

Not knowing the determination to demote him was already made, Ed submitted his 
response to the reprimand on February 19.  On February 22, 2018, Ed received from 
Superintendent Matsuoka the notice of reassignment.  He also received a negative evaluation for 
the 2017-2018 year.  Not only was the February 22 evaluation written after the demotion, but the 
Superintendent did not even consider Ed’s response to his Letter of Reprimand prior to the 
decision.  Furthermore, from June, 2017 to February, 2018 (only 6 months of school), his 
performance review ratings unbelievably dropped on 5 of the 6 standards.  There is no credible 
explanation why a 20-year accomplished administrator’s performance would suffer such a 
drastic collapse.  The February 22 evaluation is a pretextual, trumped-up attempt to justify Mr. 
Matsuoka’s decision to oust Ed as a means to deflect blame. 

As a school board you have an important job in protecting the interests of students across 
the district. You do this by making key decisions on leadership personnel and budgetary issues 
that dictate the course of the education program delivered to our students. You are at an 
important crossroads and, as a largely new board, probably one that has come too early in your 
tenure for your liking. Your superintendent has put forward the concept of removing a long term, 
high performing and very popular principal. Our community and the facts of the incident 
strongly oppose this move. As a board, you can decide to avoid the very negative consequences 
for our district and students by opposing this idea and reinstating Ed as principal. We hope and 
have confidence that you will choose the right path and quickly reinstate Ed. 
 

Respectfully, 

SMHS Supporters of Ed, Lead Committee: 

Ken & Sharon Allen 

Matt & Sherri Fay 

Christopher Gallo & Barbara McWhirter 

Dave & Christi Phreaner 

Jon & Marcy Wimbish 

Tony & Tricia Winterbauer 

Ian & Sandra Wood 

Rosario Zapata 


